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!
“CHRISTIAN IDENTITY”!!

I. Introduction !
A. The culture in which we are living has been described as a culture of 

narcissism.  !
1. It is a culture that encourages people to fixate upon themselves and 

devote a considerable amount of time and energy to the crafting of 
their own individualized identity.  !

2. While it is true that everyone is unique in certain respects, this 
passage of Scripture tells us that there are only two ultimate 
identities that a human being can have.  !

3. You are either “in the flesh” or you are “in the Spirit.”  !
B. We saw last week that Romans 8 begins with Paul showing why there is 

now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus and then 
describing the people who are in Christ as those “who walk not according 
to the flesh but according to the Spirit.”  !
1. It is important to understand that that statement does not express 

the reason why Christians are free from condemnation.  !
2. Instead, it explains the life that results from being set free from 

condemnation.  !
3. This is the idea that Paul is developing in Romans 8:5-11.  !
4. He is describing the new identity that we receive when we are 

united to Jesus Christ.  !
II. We Are Not in the Flesh !

A. The first thing that this passage says about Christian identity is that we are 
not in the flesh.  !
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1. The word “flesh” is used in several different ways in the Bible.  !
2. Sometimes it is a positive reference to a softened disposition, like 

when the Lord says through the prophet Ezekiel, “I will give you a 
new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you.  And I will 
remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of 
flesh.” (Ezek. 36:26)  !

3. Sometimes “flesh” is a neutral reference to human nature in 
general, like when it says in the prologue of John’s Gospel, “And 
the Word became flesh and dwelt among us”. (Jn. 1:14)  !

4. And sometimes “flesh” is a negative reference to the corrupted 
nature that we all have after the fall.  !

5. Paul is clearly using the term in the negative sense in our text.  !
6. To be “in the flesh” is to be without the grace of regeneration.  !
7. It is to stand condemned in Adam in the broken covenant of works.  !

B. Paul frequently uses the terms ‘flesh’ and ‘Spirit’ together to contrast the 
two modes of human existence and identity.  !
1. It is another way of expressing the contrast that Paul described in 

chapter 5 in terms of either being in Adam or in Christ.  !
2. It is the contrast between the unconverted and the converted.  !
3. Those who are in the flesh are dominated by the desires of the flesh.  !
4. Those who are in the Spirit have been given a new heart with new 

desires.  !
5. While the remnants of the flesh remain in the Christian, the flesh is 

no longer the governing principle.  !
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6. As we saw in chapter 7, even though indwelling sin still pollutes 
everything we do, we want to do what is right and good.  !

7. The reason why this is the case is because the Spirit is now in the 
dominant position in our hearts.  !

C. Paul tells us that the thing that distinguishes those who are in the flesh 
from those who are in the Spirit is what they set their minds on.  !
1. When the Bible speaks of the mind, it is referring not only to what 

we know but also to what we desire and what we choose.  !
2. To set your mind on something is to make it the chief object of your 

attention, desire, and pursuit.  !
3. What is your mind set upon?  !
4. What is the habitual bent of your thoughts?  !
5. What do you think about when you do not have anything to think 

about? !
6. What is your main focus in life?  !
7. These questions help us understand what Paul has in mind when 

he contrasts those whose mind is set on the things of the flesh with 
those whose mind is set on the things of the Spirit.  !

D. Those who are in the flesh devote their lives to the things of the flesh.  !
1. They have a this-worldly mindset.  !
2. The love of earthly things dominates their lives.  !
3. If they think of God at all, it is only in terms of how he might be of 

use to them.  !



Romans 8:5-11 (a.m.)!
Exposition of Romans, #21!

Page "  of "4 10 Grace PC, Laconia (12/27/15)!
Rev. Andy Wilson

4. The mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God because it is 
focused on the gratification of self.  !

5. It says, ‘I don’t care what God wants me to do.  I am going to do 
what I want to do.’ !

6. This sort of mindset is death because it keeps us alienated from the 
One who is the source of all life and blessedness.  !

E. Paul says that those who are in the flesh do not want to do what God 
commands.  !
1. More than that, he says those who are in the flesh cannot submit to 

God. !
2. It is true that people have the freedom to choose whatever they 

want, but as long as they are in the flesh they will never want to 
live in submission to God.  !

3. Those who are in the flesh do not want God to reign over them.  !
4. Their will is a willing slave of sin.  !
5. Notice how this is further confirmation that chapter 7 is about the 

experience of a believer.  !
6. Only someone with a renewed will can say, “I delight in the law of 

God in my inner being”.  !
F. Another thing that those who are in the flesh cannot do is please God.  !

1. The thing that makes this so tragic is that man was created to please 
God. !

2. In spite of what many people think, God does not exist for the sake 
of our pleasure.  !

3. We exist for the sake of God’s pleasure.  !
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4. The whole point of our existence is to bring glory to God.  !
5. But as long as a person is in the flesh, he cannot realize that goal.  !

G. We should ponder the glorious implication of what Paul says in verse 8.  !
1. If those who are in the flesh cannot please God, then those who are 

no longer in the flesh but in the Spirit can please God.  !
2. If you are a Christian, your life can be pleasing to God.  !
3. God accepts the good works that his children do, not because those 

works are free from the pollution of sin, but because we ourselves 
have been fully accepted through the mediation of Christ.  !

4. And even though we often stumble and fall, it cannot be said that 
we walk according to the flesh.  !

5. The fact that we rise again when we fall demonstrates that we walk 
according to the Spirit.  !

6. That does not happen to those who walk according to the flesh.  !
7. But by the grace of Christ and the power of the Spirit, we are 

restored and renewed when we fail.  !
III. We Are in the Spirit  !

A. We turn now to consider the second aspect of what our text has to say 
about Christian identity.  !
1. Instead of being “in the flesh”, we are “in the Spirit.”  !
2. We become Christians through the work of the Holy Spirit.  !
3. The Spirit is the one who quickens and renews us and applies 

Christ’s saving work to our lives.  !
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4. You cannot be a Christian unless the Spirit of God lives in you.  !
5. Every Christian is indwelt by the Holy Spirit.  !
6. As Paul says in verse 9, “Anyone who does not have the Spirit of 

Christ does not belong to him.”  !
B. While those who are in the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, 

those who are in the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit.  !
1. What does it mean to set your mind on the things of the Spirit?  !
2. Chiefly, it means setting your mind on the things that God says in 

his Spirit-inspired Word.  !
3. It means looking to the Bible to know what you are to believe 

concerning God and what duty God requires of you.  !
4. It means interpreting your experiences through the lens of Holy 

Scripture.  !
5. It means being guided in your decisions by God’s revealed will in 

Scripture.  !
6. The spiritually-minded person responds to difficulties and troubles 

by clinging to God’s promises.  !
7. The spiritually-minded person deals with his temptations and sin 

by humbly confessing his failings and looking to Christ alone as his 
only source of righteousness.  !

8. The spiritually-minded person strives to keep a loose hold on the 
things of this world by reflecting upon the blessings of the life to 
come.!!

9. He knows that it is by setting our minds on the things that are 
above that we prepare ourselves for our eventual entrance into 
glory. !



Romans 8:5-11 (a.m.)!
Exposition of Romans, #21!

Page "  of "7 10 Grace PC, Laconia (12/27/15)!
Rev. Andy Wilson

10. In the words of John Owen, “Heaven, or eternal blessedness, is 
nothing but full enjoyment of those spiritual things which we now 
enjoy here on earth by faith.” [Spiritual-Mindedness, 233]  !

C. While the mind set on the flesh is death, the mind set on the Spirit is life 
and peace.  !
1. The Holy Spirit makes us partakers of the life that Christ has in 

himself.  !
2. The Spirit applies Christ’s saving work to our lives so that we can 

have peace with God.  !
3. The spiritually-minded man or woman understands that the gospel 

is more precious than anything else in the world.  !
4. Here again is John Owen: “The spiritual mind knows that spiritual 

and heavenly things alone truly satisfy its desires.  It has a hunger 
and thirst for spiritual truth.  To the carnal mind, spiritual things 
are tasteless and insipid; but that is not the case with the spiritual 
mind.  The spiritual mind tastes that God is gracious and that the 
love of Christ is better than wine.” [4]  !

D. You may have noticed that Paul refers to the Holy Spirit as “the Spirit of 
Christ.”  !
1. In saying this, he does not mean that Christ and the Spirit are the 

same person.  !
2. That is the heresy of modalism.  !
3. The Scriptures make it clear that Christ and the Spirit are distinct 

persons within the Godhead.  !
4. What Paul means here is that Christ and the Spirit are of the same 

nature.  !
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5. Though they are distinct persons, they are perfectly united to each 
other in the one true God.  !

6. To know one member of the Trinity is to know them all.  !
7. To be in fellowship with one member of the Trinity is be in 

fellowship with them all.  !
8. This is why Jesus told his disciples in his Upper Room Discourse 

that he would come to them by sending the Spirit to them.  !
9. Christ dwells in us through his Spirit.  !

IV. We Will Be Clothed with Immortality  !
A. This brings us to the third thing that this passage tells us about Christian 

identity:  we will be clothed with immortality.  !
1. Paul says, “if Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of 

sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness.”  !
2. This expresses the already-not yet tension in the Christian life.  !
3. The Spirit’s work of renewal has already begun in us, but it has not 

yet been perfected in us.  !
4. We already experience eternal life in that we are no longer under 

the law’s condemnation and are set free from the dominion of sin.  !
5. At the same time, our bodies have not yet been set free from the 

pollution of sin and the experience of death.  !
6. As we saw back in chapter 7, we still need to be delivered from 

“this body of death.”  !
7. Paul’s assertion “the Spirit is life” tells us that the indwelling Holy 

Spirit is our guarantee that we will receive that deliverance.  !



Romans 8:5-11 (a.m.)!
Exposition of Romans, #21!

Page "  of "9 10 Grace PC, Laconia (12/27/15)!
Rev. Andy Wilson

8. The Spirit comes into our bodies of death as the Spirit of life 
because the righteousness of Christ has been imputed to us by 
faith.  !

B. We need to remember that the Spirit who dwells in us is the same Spirit 
who raised Jesus from the dead.  !
1. Jesus’ resurrection is not just an event that happened in the past.  !
2. It is a matter of supreme relevance for us as Christians.  !
3. The fact that Jesus is raised means our life remains secure in him no 

matter what happens to us in this life.  !
4. In the words of Octavius Winslow, “Seasons vary, circumstances 

change, feelings fluctuate, friendships cool, friends die, but Christ is 
ever the same.” [No Condemnation in Christ, 136]  !

5. Christ’s resurrection is the basis of our hope of resurrection and 
glorification.  !

6. We know what will happen to us in the future by looking back to 
what happened to Jesus. !

7. He is the firstfruits of the great resurrection harvest.  !
8. If the Spirit who raised Christ from the dead dwells in us, he will 

surely give life to our mortal bodies.  !
C. The hope of bodily resurrection is a crucial element of Christian identity 

because we cannot enter into heaven in these bodies of death.  !
1. As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15,  “I tell you this, brothers: flesh and 

blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable 
inherit the imperishable… For this perishable body must put on the 
imperishable, and this mortal body must put on immortality.  
When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts 
on immortality, then shall come to pass the saying that is written: 
‘Death is swallowed up in victory.’  ‘O death, where is your 
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victory?  O death, where is your sting?’  The sting of death is sin, 
and the power of sin is the law.” !

2. The Spirit’s presence in our lives assures us that our bodies will not 
remain subject to sin and death forever.  !

3. The Spirit is our guarantee that we will one day be clothed with 
immortality.  !

4. In the words of the great theologian Geerhardus Vos:  “The fruits of 
the Spirit in the life of the believer is a prophecy of what will come 
in full in the age to come.”  !

V. Conclusion !
A. This passage helps us to see that the Christian life is a matter of living in 

light of the new identity that we receive when we are united to Jesus 
Christ.  !

B. We need to be reminded of this new identity on a regular basis.  !
C. Not only do we live in a world that is in rebellion against God, we also 

have to deal with the presence of indwelling sin in our own lives.  !
D. These things make it easy for us to forget who we really are.  !
E. This is why a defining mark of the Christian is that he is someone who 

sets his mind on the things of the Spirit, the things that the Spirit has 
revealed in the pages of Scripture.  !

F. As Paul puts it in chapter 12 of this letter, the only way to resist the 
pressure to be conformed to this world is by being transformed by the 
renewing of your mind.  


